

    
        
          Mia's Story

        

        
        
          Damion Thaxton

        

        
          Published by Damion Thaxton, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MIA'S STORY

    

    
      First edition. April 20, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Damion Thaxton.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230739227

    

    
    
      Written by Damion Thaxton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Epilogue

Also By Damion Thaxton

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


I groan as consciousness returns, yanking me from the sweet embrace of sleep. My muscles scream in silent protest—Maya's sadistic gym routine from last night still burning through every fiber of my being. What unholy hour is it anyway? My eyelids refuse to open fully, creating narrow slits that barely let in the morning light.

Something caused this premature awakening. My foggy brain struggles to identify the culprit until my phone buzzes again somewhere near my head.

I shift and wince, suddenly aware I'm still wearing yesterday's clothes—jeans, t-shirt, even my damn sneakers. Must've collapsed the second I got home. I roll onto my side, every movement a fresh symphony of pain.

The phone keeps vibrating, incessant and merciless. I squint at the screen—Maya's face fills it, her smile too bright, too energetic. A warning I should ignore. My thumb hovers over the decline button, but some masochistic impulse makes me answer instead.

"Damn it, Maya, you'd better be calling to tell me someone else is dead, or I just might not ever be able to forgive you for this. It's too damn early."

Her scoff crackles through the speaker. "Suck it up, buttercup. You had fun last night, and I'm hoping you still have some in the tank, cause I'm down at the park, and Carrie reneged on me, so I need a jogging partner. You game?"

I know in my bones I'm going to lose this battle. Maya has that determined edge to her voice that means I'll somehow end up jogging around the park within the hour. Still, I'm not surrendering without at least token resistance.

"Fun? Yeah, because you pushing me past my limits to the point I fell off the damn treadmill is so much fun." I rub my still-tender elbow where it smacked against the neighboring machine. "I've got bruises on my bruises."

Maya's laugh rings clear through the phone, somehow both annoying and endearing at 8 in the morning. "Oh, shush, you. You know, if you were more serious about my training regimen, you'd have more energy. After all, no girl wants an out of shape boyfriend."

Something shifts in her voice on that last bit—a subtle change in pitch, a slight hesitation. Under normal circumstances, I might try to decipher what that means, but my brain cells are still half-asleep and screaming for mercy.

"Right. Like I'm taking any kind of dating tips about what a girlfriend wants from the girl who's never even been on a date." The words slip out before my filter can catch them, sharper than intended.

The line goes quiet for a beat too long.

"Ouch. Right for the jugular there, Alex." Maya's tone turns defensive, losing some of its morning cheer. "And maybe I haven't. Maybe I'm just waiting for the right guy to wake up and take notice, you know?"

That uncomfortable silence stretches between us again. I rub my face, guilt mixing with exhaustion. I've clearly struck a nerve, though I'm too tired to fully process why.

I stare at the ceiling, turning Maya's words over in my head. "Waiting for the right guy to wake up and take notice?" What's that supposed to mean? Is she talking about someone specific?

"Look, Maya," I sigh into the phone, "if this alleged guy hasn't noticed you yet, maybe he's not the right one after all."

I yawn, stretching as much as my sore muscles allow. An unbidden image flashes through my mind—Maya at the gym yesterday, her body perfectly outlined in that tight red one-piece gymsuit she loves, droplets of sweat glistening on her dark skin as she demonstrated proper form on the leg press. Something warm flickers in my chest.

"That, or he's an idiot," I add, surprising myself with the edge in my voice.

Maya laughs, but it sounds hollow, lacking her usual vibrance. "Yeah, my money's on the latter."

I frown, wondering why this conversation feels loaded with something I can't quite identify.

"Anywho, I'm not taking no for an answer," she continues, her tone brightening with forced cheerfulness. "Be here in 30, I'll have coffee for you. Maya, out."

The call ends before I can protest. I stare at the blank screen, then drop the phone onto my pillow with a groan. How does she always do this to me? Somehow, I'm up now, already mentally planning what to wear to the park—a place I hate—to jog, an activity I loathe even more.

I shake my head and swing my legs over the side of the bed, wincing as my muscles remind me of yesterday's torture session. Maya Solpa could talk a fish into climbing a tree, and somehow, I never learn to say no.

* * *
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I STEP OUT OF THE BATHROOM, toweling my hair and feeling marginally more human after the hot shower. The caffeine Maya promised better be industrial-strength if she expects me to survive today's torture session.

Dad's deep voice carries from the living room entrance where he stands with Mom, something about weekend plans. They haven't noticed me yet. Before I can decide whether to interrupt their conversation or sneak past, movement down the hallway catches my eye.

Mia emerges from her room, shoulders hunched in that protective posture she's maintained for years. Her violet hair hangs limp around her face, and those thick-framed glasses can't hide the puffy redness around her eyes.

She spots Dad and immediately presses herself against the far wall, giving him a berth so wide it's painful to watch. This dance - her avoiding every male in the house, including me - has become so routine I barely register the sting anymore.

"Good morning, sis," I offer automatically, expecting nothing.

Mia slides past me, eyes down, and I've already mentally moved on to whether I should grab breakfast before meeting Maya. Then something unexpected happens.

Just as she reaches the bathroom door, Mia pauses. Without turning, she murmurs, "Morning."

The word is so quiet I almost think I've imagined it. Her voice sounds rough, unused, like she's forcing sound through a rusted pipe.

Before I can respond, she disappears into the bathroom, door clicking shut behind her.

I stand frozen in the hallway, water dripping from my hair onto my shoulders. That single word - just "morning" - shouldn't feel like such a seismic event, but my heart hammers in my chest. Six years of near-silence broken by one mumbled greeting.

The bathroom door might as well be a fortress wall now. No chance to ask what made today different. But even through the closed door, I could see what was written all over her face - she's been crying all night. Again. The dark circles under her eyes looked like bruises, made worse by her pallor.

First Alice's suicide, now this tiny crack in Mia's wall. Something's shifting, but I have no idea what it means.

I turn away from the bathroom door, letting my brief encounter with Mia fade as Mom calls out from the living room.

"Alex? Where are you off to so early, looking all dressed up?"

Dad must have already left for work. Mom stands alone by the couch, coffee mug in hand, her expression curious. Her hair's tied back in that messy bun she wears when she doesn't have early appointments at the salon.

"The park," I answer, slinging my jacket over my shoulder. "Maya's flakey friend bailed on her, and she needs—read, mandates—I join her and take Carrie's place."

Mom's lips curl into a knowing smile, and she looks like she's about to say something, maybe one of her typical "when are you two going to admit you're perfect for each other" comments. But she seems to think better of it, her expression shifting.

"Well, be careful out there," she says instead, taking a sip from her mug. "Never liked that place much, too dark for me."

"Of course," I nod, surprised we're on the same page. "One thing we agree on, Mom."

I cross the hall and wrap her in a quick hug. She smells like coffee and that lavender shampoo she's used since I was a kid. Something about the scent steadies me, makes the impending torture of jogging seem less daunting.

Slipping my jacket on, I head outside. The mid-January chill hits me immediately, seeping through my clothes despite the layers. I unlock my bike from the porch railing, the metal cold against my fingers.

Looking up at the overcast sky, I can't help but dread what's waiting for me. Blackwood Park is the least inviting place in town—heavily overgrown with thick old trees that leave most of the grounds in perpetual darkness, situated at the base of a large, nearly sheer hillside. Even in summer it's gloomy, but in winter? It's practically Gothic.

Perfect place for jogging, Maya. Just perfect.
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I pull into the small parking lot at the closest entrance to the old park, the gravel crunching under my bike tires. The place is nearly empty—no surprise given the early hour and the general creepiness of Blackwood. A handful of cars dot the lot, probably belonging to the few dedicated morning joggers crazy enough to run here.

I chain my bike up at one of the racks, double-checking the lock. Not that anyone would bother stealing it here, but habit dies hard.

Through the morning mist, I spot Maya on the far end of the lot, leaning against her bright blue hatchback. Her red hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail, and she's wearing her oversized coat. Two coffee cups occupy her hands as she spots me and breaks into a grin.

My body moves faster at the sight of caffeine. I need that coffee more than oxygen right now.

"You sure took your sweet time getting here," Maya says, extending one of the cups toward me. "Don't you know not to keep a girl waiting?"

I want to throw out some comeback about how she should be grateful I showed up at all, but my brain feels wrapped in cotton. Instead, I take the cup and down a large gulp of the now lukewarm drink. The coffee hits my system, not quite the temperature I'd prefer, but beggars can't be choosers.

Maya continues without missing a beat, seemingly immune to my half-dead state. "So, Carrie and I usually do a 5-mile circuit hitting two of the smaller trails a little ways in, ending up over there."

She points to the other side of the lot, near the bike racks. I follow her gesture and spot the exit of one of those trails—a dark opening between ancient oaks that looks more like the entrance to a horror movie than a jogging path.

I groan, already hating myself for actually being stupid enough to answer that phone call. Five miles. Through the creepiest park in town. With the most energetic person I know. On a Saturday morning.

Maya softly punches me in the shoulder. "Oh cheer up. Come on, let's see if you can keep up this time."

I groan as she removes her coat, placing it in her car. The cold morning air doesn't seem to bother her at all, which only makes my misery more complete.

"Please, Maya. It's too damn early for you to be this competitive." I run a hand through my still-damp hair, feeling the chill against my scalp. "Can't it wait until later, like, after lunch maybe? Tomorrow? Next Fourth of July? We both know I'm gonna fold like a house of cards."

Maya laughs, the sound echoing across the empty parking lot. She turns away from me and starts stretching her muscles. With a sigh of resignation, I reluctantly follow suit, halfheartedly reaching down to touch my toes.

"True, sadly," she admits while extending her arms overhead. "But..."

Maya leans forward, legs spread in a deep hamstring stretch. That's when I notice she's not wearing her usual training attire. This gym suit is different—one I've never seen before. It hugs her curves in a way her standard workout gear never did, with strategic mesh panels that reveal glimpses of caramel skin. The material seems thinner, more form-fitting, and the color—a deep emerald that contrasts beautifully with her red hair—makes it impossible not to notice.

"At least you'll have a hell of a view from back there," she finishes, looking back over her shoulder with a smirk I can't quite read.

I stand frozen, coffee cup still in hand, as Maya takes off at a brisk pace toward the trail entrance. The way the fabric clings to her body with each stride sends my brain into temporary shutdown. I have to shake my head to clear it before tossing my cup in a nearby trash can and jogging to catch up.

What exactly is going on here? This is Maya—my workout-obsessed, borderline sadistic best friend who's never cared about looking good while exercising, just results. Yet here she is, practically inviting me to stare at her ass as she runs.

* * *
[image: ]


I STRUGGLE TO KEEP pace with Maya. Her new outfit isn't the only thing different today—she's moving with an intensity that makes me wonder if she's actually trying to kill me rather than just torture me as usual. By the time we reach the second trail, my lungs are burning and my legs feel like they're made of cement.

Maya stops at the trailhead and turns to me, giving me that familiar smirk as I finally stumble up beside her. My hands brace against my knees as I try to get oxygen back into my system.

"Doing good, better than I'd have expected," she says, not even sounding winded.

I brace myself instinctively. Maya's compliments usually come with a follow-up that negates the first part entirely. Sure enough...

"But you really need to work on your cardio and endurance. Carrie and I would have already been back to the car by now, my cute little slowpoke."

I'm still gulping down air, unable to form a proper comeback, when her words finally register. My cute little slowpoke? Since when does Maya call me cute? I've been "lazy ass" and "couch potato" for as long as I can remember, but "cute" is new territory entirely.

Maya pulls her phone from a pocket I hadn't even noticed on her outfit. The gym suit seems to be full of surprises—just like its owner today. I catch her glancing at me out of the corner of her eye, and a slight grin forms on her face.

She turns and starts to raise the phone, probably to check the time or maybe torture me with a sweaty selfie, but suddenly drops it on the trail.

"Oops, clumsy this morning," she mutters. "I blame the cold."

Maya leans over to retrieve her phone, and there's no mistaking it—she's doing it deliberately. The way her back arches and her hips tilt is something you'd see in a photoshoot, not someone picking up a dropped phone. She takes her time, making a show of reaching for it.

Before I can process what's happening, Maya bends over a little further and presses her ass directly against me. The contact sends a jolt through my entire body, freezing me in place as my brain short-circuits completely.

What the actual hell is happening right now?

A hand waves in front of my face, breaking me out of my stunned pause. Maya's looking at me with concern etched across her features, the playful smirk from seconds ago completely vanished.

"Sorry about that, clumsy you know. But, are you ok? You weren't on your game last night, and now you're staring off into space."

I blink rapidly, trying to process what just happened while simultaneously registering her question. Whatever game Maya's playing right now feels secondary to the weight I've been carrying. Maybe that's why I've been so oblivious to... whatever signals she's been throwing my way.

"Yeah, no," I say, my voice cracking slightly. "Found out yesterday evening just before coming over, Alice's funeral is the day after tomorrow. And I..."

My voice trails off as I turn away from her. The emotion I've been bottling up since hearing about Alice's death suddenly rushes to the surface. My chest tightens and my vision blurs. I didn't want to break down like this, especially not in front of Maya, but everything hits me at once – the guilt, the anger, the profound sadness over Alice being gone forever without ever telling me what went wrong.

Maya's arms wrap around me without hesitation. Her grip is firm but gentle as she guides me toward a nearby fallen tree. The bark is damp beneath us as we sit down, but neither of us seems to care. Maya keeps her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close against her side.

The warmth of her body contrasts with the chill in the air, and somehow that makes it harder to keep it together. I can feel her steady breathing beside me, patient and calm, waiting for me to find my words again.

I let the emotions flow through me for a while, not fighting them anymore. Maya's presence is comforting, her arm around my shoulder anchoring me to reality when everything else feels like it's falling apart.

"Yeah, I mean, I've known since Nate told them to take her off of the machines, but, I guess it never really sank in over the last several days. Not until mom told me yesterday about the funeral." My voice catches as memories flood back. "Seeing her in that bed for weeks, the hope that she'd pull through, wake up. The tears in Mia's eyes as mom had to almost carry her out of the hospital once visiting hours were over, day after day..."

I turn to look at Maya, and she reaches up, gently wiping away some of my tears with her thumb. Her touch is tender, nothing like the forceful fitness instructor I know.

"I guess it never really sank in, never was... real, until I got that news."

Maya's brow furrows slightly, confusion mixing with concern on her face.

"I get it, what she did, I never really even met her and it still hurts. But, I get why Mia is so hurt, they were best friends. And seeing Mia down can't feel good, but, I didn't think you were close with Alice? Certainly not... this?"

I let out a heavy sigh, suddenly regretting keeping so much of my past from Maya. She deserves to know, especially after seeing me break down like this.

"Alice, Mia, and I were inseparable growing up," I admit, staring down at my hands. "Like, literally inseparable. We did everything together from kindergarten until... well, until about six years ago."

The weight of those unspoken years hangs between us.

"I never told you because... I met you a year after Alice and Mia had cut me out completely. Just shut me out of their lives without explanation. One day we were the closest friends anyone could imagine, and the next... they wouldn't even look at me."

I feel Maya's grip on my shoulders tighten slightly, a quiet reassurance as I try to organize my tangled thoughts.

"Do you know what happened?" she asks softly. "That doesn't make any sense to just cold turkey a friendship like that."

I shrug, already feeling a little better. Something about putting it into words for Maya has lifted some of the weight off my shoulders.

"No clue. Was six years ago." The memory still stings, but it's an old wound now. "We'd planned to spend the night with Alice—it was her and Mia's twelfth birthday the week before, three days apart, and her family had been out of town. We were planning on staying up all night talking and watching horror movies."

A wave of regret washes over me as I think about that night. How many times have I replayed it in my head? If I'd stuck to the original plan, maybe things would be different now. Maybe Alice would still be alive. Maybe Mia would still talk to me.

"But Mark, Alice's brother, convinced me to go camping out that night," I continue, staring at the damp ground beneath my sneakers. "They, Alice and Mia, were mad at me, but they decided to go through with the sleepover without me."

Maya shifts beside me, waiting for me to continue.

"Course, camping was a bad idea. We got one of the worst storms on Illinois record that night, but..."

"But I'm guessing the real storm was losing your two closest friends, one of whom is your younger sister," Maya chimes in, her voice low and unreadable. "And for what? Because you didn't go through with their plans? I mean, it was pretty jacked up, Alex, but I can't imagine that would make them hate you so much."

I nod, thinking of all the crazy ideas Mark has had over the years to explain Mia and Alice's shift in behavior. Some of his theories bordered on the absurd—everything from alien abduction to cult induction—but a few actually made sense.

"I know, it never made any sense. Prior to that night, Mia was... Well, she was a lot like you. Outgoing, spunky, and sarcastic to a fault. But now, well, it's like a different person lives inside of her skin." I rub my hands together, feeling the chill in the air seep into my bones. "Mark has come up with ideas, some of which make sense, but neither of them ever spoke about it, so we are shooting in the dark here."

The memory of this morning's brief interaction with Mia flashes in my mind. For six years, I've tried to maintain some semblance of normalcy, greeting her every morning despite knowing she'd ignore me. Today was different.

"She... She made an effort this morning."

Maya perks up immediately, leaning slightly closer. Her eyes widen with interest, and for a moment I forget that we're sitting on a damp log in the middle of a dark park trail.

"Go on," she urges.

"As usual, I wished her a good morning, expecting the cold shoulder. But, she actually spoke to me." I pause, realizing how pathetic it sounds that I'm this excited about a single word from my own sister. "A single word, 'morning,' but she spoke to me, for the first time in six years, Maya."

Maya wraps her arm around my neck and pulls me into a tight sidehug. It's different from her usual touch—gentler, more intimate somehow. Not the same Maya who drags me through workout routines and teases me relentlessly. I notice the change but don't comment on it, figuring it's just part of whatever new game she's playing today. Despite my confusion, the comfort of her embrace is exactly what I need right now.

"Well, there it is," she says softly. "Clearly she's hurting, she lost her best friend."

"Her only friend, really," I add, the words coming out more bitter than intended.

Maya squeezes me tighter as if sensing my pain. "Her only friend," she agrees. "Now, besides your mother, she has no one in her life, right?"

I nod slowly, thinking about how Mia hasn't just shut me out. She treats our father the same way—maybe even worse. The few times they're in the same room, she practically hugs the walls to stay away from him. There's something there that I've never understood.

Maya shifts slightly to look at me more directly. "Well, there it is. She's probably ready to let you back in. I mean, it's totally ass that it took what Alice did to make her open up, but..."

When I turn to meet her gaze, I'm struck by a profound sadness in Maya's eyes. It feels disconnected from our conversation about Mia and Alice—something personal and raw that she's carrying within herself. For a moment, I wonder what stories Maya hasn't told me, what pain she might be hiding behind her energetic exterior.

"But here's your chance," she finishes, her voice growing stronger. "Be there for her. Help her through this mess. I'll help how I can as well."

I nod, grateful for her support and hoping desperately that she's right. If Mia's finally ready to let me back in, I'm not going to waste this opportunity. Maybe through helping her heal, I can finally understand what happened six years ago.
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Two days later.

I wrap my arms tighter around myself. Not because of the cold—though January's bite is sharper today than it's been all week. Not because of the snow drifting down in silent flakes that catch on my eyelashes and melt against my skin. It's this emptiness inside, this hollow space that expands with each word the preacher speaks over Alice's casket.

His voice drones on, giving Alice her last rites. Words that feel insufficient for the girl I once knew. The words blur together as I scan the small gathering—maybe a dozen people I don't recognize, probably Alice's extended family. Aunts, uncles, cousins she never mentioned.

Mom stands beside me, her hand occasionally squeezing my arm when she notices me trembling. Dad's absence stings more than the cold. He couldn't even show up for this? For Mia?

Across the gathering, I spot Nate—Alice's father. Something about his discomfort feels wrong. Not the devastation of a parent burying their child, but something else. Something that makes my skin crawl despite not knowing why.

"I'm... sorry."

The broken whisper comes from my other side. I turn to see Mia, her eyes fixed on the frozen ground, snowflakes settling on her violet hair. For a moment, I wonder if she's talking to Alice or to me. The question hangs unasked in the frigid air between us.

"I think she was too," Mia adds, voice barely audible above the preacher's words. "I hope."

I stand frozen, uncertain what to
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